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On an Unexpected Career Path? Using Wittgenstein’s Family Resemblance 
Concept to Determine the Power of Projects to Transform Project 
Management Careers 
 
Abstract 
The power of projects has been demonstrated by the growth in their use across an increasing 
range of industries and workplaces in recent years. Not only has the number of people 
involved in project management increased, but the qualifications and backgrounds of those 
people have also broadened, with engineering no longer being the only path to project 
management (PM).  Predicting the career trajectories in Project Management has become 
more important for both organisations employing project managers and project managers 
building career portfolios.  Our research involved interviewing more than 75 project officers 
and project managers across a range of industries to explore their career journey. We used 
Wittgenstein’s family resemblance theory is to analyse the information from the transcripts to 
identify the extent to which the roles of participants fit with the commonly accepted 
definition of project management.  Findings demonstrate diversity of project manager 
backgrounds and experiences and relational competencies across these backgrounds that form 
and shape PM careers.   
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Introduction 
Across an increasing range of industries, and within organisations of varying sizes and types, 
managing by projects is now common. Anbari, Bredillet and Turner (2008: 478) confirmed 
the increased use of project teams within organisations, stating that 30% of the global 
economy was now project based. Project management is the new general management 
(Gareis, 2005) leading Turner (2009) to maintain that project management was a necessary 
skill for all managers. The membership of the PMI has now passed 700,000 members 
(www.PMI.org.com) and this increase in project managers has occurred because the 
prevalence of ‘temporary organisations’ has grown (Bredin &  Soderlund, 2011a; Lundin &  
Söderholm, 1995; Turner &  Müller, 2003). Work is now structured differently. Lindgren and 
Packendorff (2006: 841) acknowledged that project management had “become a common 
form of work organization in all sectors of the economy” with processes vital for 
organisational success now commonly carried out across industries using project teams.  
From a traditional viewpoint, projects were related to the engineering profession within the 
infrastructure and construction, and mining, industries and more recently to the installation of 
information technology to support business activities, but we now find projects being used to 
bring about change in organisations (Bredin &  Söderlund, 2013; Cicmil, 1999; Lehtonen &  
Martinsuo, 2008), to support research and development (Bredin &  Söderlund, 2013), within 
production environments and used to prepare learning programs in instructional design (van 
Rooij, 2010).  
 
Today business processes are managed through teamwork (Besner &  Hobbs, 2006; 
Crawford, 2006; Crawford, Morris, Thomas & Winter, 2006; Telleria, Little & MacBryde, 
2002) and as Cicmil and Hodgson (2006: 113; Crawford, 2006) point out, “project 
management continues to expand as knowledge-intensive firms increasingly based on project 
models” are predicted to be the organisational form of the future. These changes in the way 
that work is organised have led to project management competence becoming critical for 
organisational success (Bredin &  Söderlund, 2013; Crawford, 2006). Projects have changed, 
and hence the competence needs of those managing them is changing (Crawford, 2005).  
 
Project Management 
What is a project, and what is project management? There are many definitions of project 
management. Turner (2009: 2) modified his earlier definition of a project to: “A project is a 
temporary organization to which resources are assigned to do work to deliver beneficial 
change.” Morris (2002: 83) quotes Kurzner’s definition of project management as including 
“a specific objective to be completed within certain specifications, with defined start and end 
dates, funding limits (if applicable), and which consume resources (i.e. money, people, 
equipment)”. Using Lundin and Söderholm’s (1995: 444) framework of the temporary 
organisation, and their “four concepts time, task, team and transition” to classify the extent to 
which an organisation is temporary, or permanent, can add to our understanding of project 
management, as projects are temporary organisations. Across industries, projects may be 
designed to solve complex problems within organisations of varying types and sizes (Modig, 
2007). However Morris (2002: 83) concedes that precisely what comprises ‘project 
management’ will inevitably change “depending on the nature of the project”.  
 
Certain activities are performed within projects. The PMI’s PMBOK® Guide (in PMI, 
2004) lists initiating, planning, executing, monitoring and controlling, and closing as the five 
process groups within project management. These, Hodgson pointed out over a decade ago, 
(Hodgson, 2002), fit closely with the elements of management that Fayol defined in 1916, 
those of “Planning, Organizing, Commanding, Co-ordinating and Controlling” (Hodgson, 
2002: 810). Morris (in Hodgson, 2002) stated that project management is similar to other 
types of management with the distinguishing difference for project managers being that 
projects move through a life cycle from planning and scoping to handover, or the five 
PMBOK Guide processes mentioned earlier in this paper. Morris (2002) describes the life 
cycle elements that distinguish projects from other activities as Concept, Feasibility, 
Definition, Execution, Operation and Review. Turner (2009) points out, different life cycles 
may be appropriate for different projects, depending on the type and size of the planned 
project. With projects now being used to deliver outcomes in new and different environments, 
the likelihood that different life cycles might be required may also be expected to increase. 
 
 The need for technical skills and knowledge in the area in which the project manager is 
working is recognised. The PMBOK® Guide (PMI, 2004) also acknowledges that effective 
project managers require an understanding of the industry in which they are operating and the 
technology used to support project management. Additionally, project managers require 
general management knowledge and skills, including communication skills within their high 
level interpersonal skills. Recent research into the competence of project managers confirms 
the increasing emphasis on interpersonal, or soft, skills that concentrate on the behaviours 
required for successful completion of all stages of the project (Crawford et al., 2006), in 
combination with high level technical skills. Hence, a wide range of formal qualifications, 
and informal development programs, could provide the knowledge, skills and attitudes 
required to be a successful project manager. Although traditionally project managers were 
viewed as engineers, and typically male (Gaddis, 1959), the knowledge, skills and attributes 
now required of project managers do indicate that engineering may not be the only path to 
PM success for the new types of projects being carried out in organisations. Indeed, until 
recently, general management skills, and in particular interpersonal skills, were not covered 
within engineering-related degrees yet have been identified as a vital competence now for 
project managers (Crawford et al., 2006) . 
 
Others see a clear distinction between management in general, and project management. 
Because projects can be viewed as a process which enfolds an envisaged future into a known 
present (Pitsis, Clegg, Marosszeky & Rura-Polley, 2003) they provide a more uncertain 
environment than in business in general. Thus general management skills need to be 
combined with specific PM skills for success in any project. 
 
Many definitions of project management and the project manager role are available, and 
although there are similarities across them, no two are exactly the same. Project managers 
were originally viewed as being employed almost exclusively in engineering and 
manufacturing related roles, and these project managers were assumed to be male engineers 
(Gaddis, 1959). Whilst it remains that projects are the primary vehicle for organisation and 
management in the construction and infrastructure industries as Gaddis (1959) maintained in 
the 1950s, PM has moved into the IT industry in more recent years (Rezania &  Lingham, 
2009), and today it is accepted that projects are a new way of organising and completing 
work across a broad range of organisations (van Donk &  Molloy, 2008). These organisations 
include law firms, management consultants, and architectural services; cultural industries 
including fashion and publishing; and high technology companies involved in software and 
computer hardware development (Sydow, Lindkvist & DeFillippi, 2004). Projects are being 
used within organisations for a variety of reasons, including: renewal projects (Andersen, 
2006), provision of professional services by solicitors and accountants; for conducting 
research and development in pharmaceuticals and engineering fields and in film and 
television production (Bredin &  Soderlund, 2011a, 2011b). 
 
Project management is being used in the public sector (Crawford &  Helm, 2009; Gomes, 
Yasin & Lisboa, 2008) and in the non-profit sector (Jung, Jian Wang & Wu, 2008), projects 
have come to be recognised as having ‘a vital role’ to play ‘in the socioeconomic 
development process of developing countries’(Khang &  Moe, 2008: 72). Indeed it is claimed 
that it has been established that ‘project management is the core activity for British 
organizations’(Clark &  Colling, 2005). Internal projects, such as renewal projects, are 
viewed as temporary organisations (Andersen, 2006) and their use highlights the fact that 
project teams may be made up of people from a single area within an organisation, or from 
across an organisation; they may be of people from within the organisation with specialists 
from outside the organisation contracted for the project, or a project team may be largely, or 
entirely, made up of contract staff in order to ensure the expertise required to deliver the 
project is available. With employees now being moved from project to project, working in 
cross function and intra function teams, reporting relationships have become clouded; should 
the employee identify with their line organisation or the project or projects with which they 
are currently involved? (Arvidsson, 2009). Ensuring that both technical and interpersonal 
skills are at the level required for success can require cooperation between line management, 
project managers and the human resource (HR) function of the organisation. Effectively, staff 
may perceive that they are reporting to two bosses: their line manager and their temporary 
project leader (Yousaf, Sanders, Torka & Ardts, 2011). 
 
A wide range of organisations can now be termed ‘project-based’ leading to people from 
diverse backgrounds being involved in projects and to project team members being 
employees or staff contracted for the duration of the project only.  
 
Careers in Project Management 
The importance of PM in today’s organisations has led to an increasing recognition of 
project management as a profession and the need for those working in PM roles to seek ways 
of developing their capabilities in order to pursue a career through a series of project 
management roles (Bredin &  Söderlund, 2013). This may involve moving between 
organisations within the one industry or lead to project managers seeking a career within the 
profession, across industries. Employees may now be committed more to a profession, than 
to an organisation or industry leading to them being viewed as having greater loyalty to their 
craft than to their company (Bredin &  Soderlund, 2011b). 
 
The projectification (Aubry &  Lenfle, 2012) of work within organisations has led to 
temporary internal work arrangements and to contracting or self employment (Peel &  Inkson, 
2004) increasing in popularity, because individuals may now choose to contract to complete 
projects for a range of organisations. Indeed as organisations increasingly rely on temporary 
and contract staff to carry out work in project teams people have had to consider self-
employment as an option (Amundson, 2006). This fits with the boundaryless career paths that 
have been predicted for the future (Tams &  Arthur, 2010). People will move within 
organisations, between organisations, across industries and globally if required to pursue a 
chosen career path. Project managers no longer limit their career efforts toward a single 
organisation or industry, geographic location or specialised area. This may result in 
discontinuous employment and regular changes of employer and location, with project 
managers contracting to work for the duration of a specific project, often with the 
accompanying benefit of building expertise to gain new and interesting project roles (Holland, 
Hecker & Steen, 2002). For employers, this presents an additional challenge in attracting, 
motivating and retaining the project managers required to ensure success. Key staff will 
require encouragement to build their expertise and capabilities (Whitley, 2006). Because the 
work carried out in projects now is crucial to organisational success it could be expected that 
organisations would view “project competence as critical for the company’s success”   
(Bredin &  Soderlund, 2013: 892). Kamoche (1996) highlights the need for organisations to 
retain their high performing staff and to combine this with systems to support improved 
performance of low performing people in order to develop an organisation’s people 
capability. However as project managers develop their career capital (DeFillippi &  Arthur, 
1996), increase their networks and gain external recognition, retention will require greater 
efforts by project-oriented and project-based organisations if they are to retain and motivate 
high performing project managers, because such development will provide project managers 
with increased opportunities. 
 
Casual work may provide intermittent, or on going, usually part time employment, with 
pay fluctuating according to the amount of work carried out during a period, usually a week. 
Casual employment rates in Australia, where the research being reported on was conducted, 
are high by world standards (Campbell, 2004). The rights and benefits of permanent 
employees are not accorded to casual employees. By contrast, contracting provides 
guaranteed employment, at a set remuneration and for a defined period of time. The 
contractor agrees to apply their skills and knowledge to deliver an agreed outcome on a set 
date, working within a budget. On completion of a contract, new conditions have to be 
negotiated. When demand is high and supply low, individuals may be able to gain attractive 
conditions. This may occur in an industry where there is increased demand for a particular 
reason, for instance in the construction/infrastructure industries leading up to holding the 
Olympic Games. Unemployment has been found to reduce in cities during the lead up time to 
such mega events (Malfas, Theodoraki & Houlihan, 2004) thus having an overall effect on 
supply and demand. Similarly, in late 1999 there was increased demand for IT project 
contractors because of the fears of problems occurring with computer systems on 1 January 
2000 (Y2K). For those who seek secure, on-going employment, regular individual 
negotiation of new terms and conditions may be stressful.  
 
Contract employees may, especially during a downturn in the economy, be viewed as 
being in precarious employment (Connell &  Burgess, 2006). They may be at risk of not 
gaining another contract, at least until the economy improves, or of having to strike a new, 
but less attractive contract in order to have a job. Generally, precarious employment is 
viewed as involving working arrangements that include low levels of pay, fixed term and 
temporary contracts, and often involving irregular work hours (Burrows, 2013). Although 
this may not be the reality for contract project managers, the fear that it might be the case, at 
least at some time in the future, may be ever present. The term ‘non-standard work’ is also 
used to refer to non-permanent or part time employment and includes independent 
contracting (Broschak, Davis-Blake & Block, 2008). Such non-standard work is increasingly 
common globally, with employers viewing it as providing them with flexibility especially 
when seasonal fluctuations, or a unique event like the Olympic Games, require additional 
staffing for a limited period of time only (Broschak et al., 2008). Benefits to employers may 
include reduced costs, especially indirect costs, and greater flexibility whilst ensuring that 
employment regulations are being adhered to. Temporary employees may also provide a 
source of new knowledge for the organisation (Guest, 2004).    
 
It has long been acknowledged that the type of employment arrangement that exists 
between the employee and the employer has an influence on the psychological contract, 
however this impact might not always be a negative one (Guest, 2004). For knowledge 
workers who, similarly to project managers, may be pursuing a boundaryless career and 
taking a protean approach to their career development, the outcome may indeed be positive 
for both parties.  
 
The term ‘portfolio’ career has evolved to refer to people who are usually well-educated, 
young, self-employed, and most commonly male, who operate as free agents, regularly 
changing their jobs, and who are keen to find a range of short-term projects in which they can 
work (McDowell &  Christopherson, 2009). Film and television work has been described as 
project-based (Sydow, 2009) and McDowell and Christopherson (2009) observed that the 
growth in portfolio careers was often related to the creative industries, with it increasing also 
in the finance sector. A project manager with experience and demonstrated expertise in a 
particular area may in fact experience the opposite effect to that often attributed to precarious 
employment. Job security may be a low concern when the skills the individual has to offer 
are in high demand. People who negotiate contracts under these circumstances are said to 
form part of the ‘gold-collar’ labour market (Holland et al., 2002). They develop a portfolio 
of experiences, expertise and a network of contacts that support gaining of future contracts. 
DeFillippi and Arthur (1996) developed the concept of ‘career capital’. Here an individual 
creates value through improvements in the roles they take on and the recognition they receive 
for their performance externally. Inkson and Arthur (2001) maintained that project managers 
amass career capital through selecting projects that provide them with the opportunity to 
increase their knowledge and expertise, expand their professional networks, and gain 
attention externally. 
 
Just as casual work may be attractive to students, enabling them to juggle work and study 
commitments, but unattractive to them on graduation, so contract work may be attractive 
under some economic conditions, but not others, and at some stages of life, but not others. 
 
Those who have commenced their careers in a profession where security and continuity 
were the norm may, when confronted with the need to re-negotiate their terms and conditions 
regularly, feel uneasy. Applying Holland’s typology and linked social cognitive career theory, 
it could be assumed that some new entrants into a career in project management (Paton, 
Hodgson & Cicmil, 2010) may find this a difficult process to confront and to successfully 
conclude with potential employers.  
 
People from a range of backgrounds are now entering project management; many of 
whom had expected to work in more traditional roles, in permanent, continuing positions, 
now find themselves pursuing a career in project management (Paton et al., 2010). 
Individuals face differences in perception when making career choices. Social cognitive 
career theory (SCCT) establishes that those with higher levels of self-efficacy will be more 
likely to seek out and respond to challenges and opportunities. The higher the level of coping 
efficacy the more likely it is that an individual will both be able to cope effectively with the 
uncertainty that discontinuous project work presents, and they will also actively seek out such 
opportunities, viewing them as an opportunity for character building and as a challenge (Lent, 
Brown & Hackett, 2000). Holland’s Typology, which links personality type to best fit career 
choices, would predict that those pursuing careers in PM would welcome such opportunities, 
as they tend to have higher levels of self-efficacy. Those who now find themselves working 
on projects but who have come from other career types, for instance accountancy within 
Holland’s Conventional occupational orientation, a more risk averse occupational choice, 
may find contracting as a career daunting. It has been found, though, that individual levels of 
self-efficacy may have a moderating effect on outcomes (Sheu, Lent, Brown, Miller, 
Hennessy & Duffy, 2010). 
 
Wittgenstein’s Family-Resemblance concept and careers in project management 
Yeung, Chan and Chan  (2012) note that the lack of consensus on elements of a concept 
does not mean there are not similarities. Wittgenstein’s family-resemblance concept enables 
complex concepts to be understood by identifying the overlapping similarities (Nyström, 
2005a). Nyström (2005a) used Wittgenstein’s theory to define partnering in the construction 
industry, and Yeung, et al. (2012) used it to define relational contracting. Family resemblance 
allows for variations, for differences which in the family context may relate to eye or hair 
colour or gait, for instance (Griffin, 1974).  Family resemblance, therefore, when applied to 
project management, may mean working in a project team but for one project manager that 
work may involve building a bridge whilst for another it might mean ensuring new legislation 
is effectively implemented. The work done is very different. The sector and industry in which 
the person works is different, and one delivers a product whilst the other delivers a service. It 
remains, though, that both are following PM methodology and delivering an outcome within 
a specified time period. There are overlapping characteristics (Nyström, 2005b; Yeung et al., 
2012) but no single set of characteristics across all the projects. No two projects are likely to 
contain all the same elements.  
 
 The data gathered upon which this paper is based, may come from a variety of industries, 
and from project managers from diverse backgrounds, but using Wittgenstein’s family 
resemblance concept, they may all be considered to be practicing project management. The 
participants all work on time bound projects to produce a service or product, they work 
within a budget, though the project life cycles and related activities they perform may vary 
because the type of outcome being delivered varies. They do overlap therefore with 
definitions of project management sufficiently to be considered to bear ‘a family 
resemblance’. Using an approach, similar to Nyström’s (2005a: 478) flower petal approach, 
and applying the identified common elements of projects, we can see that projects are 
temporary organisations, they are formed to deliver a specific outcome (product or service), 
and they will follow an appropriate life cycle to achieve that outcome. However that life 
cycle will vary according to the project purpose, the industry within which they are used may 
vary, and the backgrounds of project team members will also vary in line with the project 
purpose.  Across the authorship in the area, the temporary nature of projects is common (see 
for instance (Lundin &  Söderholm, 1995; Turner &  Müller, 2003)). They come about to 
solve complex problems (Modig, 2007). They require of project managers both technical and 
interpersonal skills (Crawford et al., 2006). They are undertaken to produce a unique product 
or service (Morris, 2002). Although the service or product to be delivered may vary, the 
project will follow an appropriate life cycle (Morris, 2002; Turner, 2009). They are 
temporary organisations that contain the four elements, time, task, team and transition 
(Lundin &  Söderholm, 1995).  
 
Project management has become more diverse; this diversity is outlined in Figure 1 (next 
page). Using Wittgenstein’s family resemblance model, elements of project management that 
have remained constant are shown at the top of Figure 1: the temporary nature of the project 
and the time it is expected to take, the formation of a team, a specific desired outcome which 
relates to the transition that takes place; work, or tasks, performed to deliver the desired 
outcome and a budget. 
 
 
 
 In addition to common elements, Figure 1 also indicates that a project may now be carried 
out across a diverse range of industries and across sectors. The lower section of Figure 1 
details some of the elements of diversity that have entered the project management literature 
and practice since the 1950s. Projects may deliver a service or product, and the qualifications 
and skills and experience required of project team members may vary according to the sector, 
industry, and desired outcome of the project. The team may be composed of single function 
or cross function employees, and may also include or entirely be made up of contractors. As 
projects move into other industries and sectors, so the qualifications and experience of project 
team members varies and the changes in female workforce participation when combined with 
projects being used in female dominated workplaces (e.g., health program delivery through a 
series of health projects), so we see more female project managers. Use of project 
management methodology within the public sector and non-profit organisations for delivery 
of services has also led to greater diversity in the backgrounds of project staff. 
 
The Research Methodology 
We adopted a qualitative research design as it was our aim to understand how today’s 
project managers were going about pursuing their careers and why they were approaching 
their careers in this manner. To do this we used semi-structured interviews to explore the 
career journeys and experiences of practicing project managers. The data was analysed using 
the content analysis software, Atlas.ti (Friese, 2012). This added reliability to the concepts 
extracted from the text by providing an important and transparent contrast to the 
interpretations of the researchers. Themes were identified and the three themes discussed here 
are: motivation and retention of project managers, contract employment, and a protean 
approach to career development. These themes, or elements of project management today, 
were then related to Wittgenstein’s family resemblance concept. 
 
To date, seventy-five interviews have been conducted and grouped into three broad 
industry sector groups:  engineering/construction, information technology/business and 
emergency management (Table 1). In-depth interviews were conducted with people in project 
roles and included, but were not limited to, construction managers, project and program 
managers from a range of organisations within the industry sectors identified. A conscious 
attempt was made to engage interviewees at various stages in their career journeys.  
Participants have been grouped into ‘generations’. Those born between 1965 and 1981, and 
thus aged between 35 and 50, have been termed Generation X (or Gen X); those born 
between 1982 and 2000 and aged up to 34 have been termed Generation Y (Gen Y) 
(Kupperschmidt, 2000), though Gen Ys are also sometimes labelled ‘Millenials’ (Twenge &  
Campbell, 2008). Those born between 1945 and 1964 and of 51 years of age or older, are 
labelled Baby Boomers (Kupperschmidt, 2000) (abbreviated to Boomers). The distribution 
across industry groups and gender distribution is shown in Table 1, and reveals a close to 
balanced gender representation. The age group of each of the participants, or generation to 
which they belong, is shown in Table 2, along with the first post secondary qualification, if 
any, of participants and their gender. 
 
Table 1: Research participants by industry and gender 
 
 
Engineering/ 
Construction 
Business/  
IT 
Emergency 
Management Total % 
Male 21 21 0 41 55% 
Female 10 8 15 34 45% 
Total 31 29 15 75 100% 
  
Although males outnumber females (Table 1), Table 2 reveals that as project teams are 
being used to deliver a broader range of products and services more project managers are 
now coming from non-engineering backgrounds and female participation has increased along 
with this change. Many authors have suggested that there needs to be some rethinking in 
relation to what project management is today, and what a project manager is (Cicmil, 
Williams, Thomas & Hodgson, 2006). Table 2 shows that whereas project managers aged 50 
and over commonly entered the profession with engineering qualifications, over more recent 
years the range of initial qualifications has broadened, in line with the move to use project 
teams across industries and to deliver a more diverse range of outcomes. The figures for 
Generations X and Y indicate an increasing involvement of females in the profession. Overall 
the range of qualifications indicates that many practicing project managers did not expect to 
be pursuing a career in project management (Paton et al., 2010). For some, the need to pursue 
a career of contracting may place considerable demands on them. For others this may provide 
the flexibility, challenge, and opportunity to gain new experiences and increase their 
expertise levels that they desire to support their career in contracting. The ability to choose 
which project to be involved in, autonomy, flexibility, the possibility of travel being 
involved, and potentially higher earnings have been found to lead to the decision to pursue 
self employment in contracting (Peel &  Inkson, 2004). 
Table 2: First Qualification by Gender and Generation 
 Boomer Gen X Gen Y Total 
M F M F M F M F 
Engineering 12  10 1 1  23 1 
Architecture 1   1  1 1 2 
Computer Sc/EDP 1 4 2 1   3 5 
Science (other)  1 1 2  1 1 4 
Business/Commerce 4 3 1 5 1 2 6 10 
Arts   1 5 1 3 2 8 
Education    1   0 1 
PM Dip, 1st qualif’cn 1 1     1 1 
Trade   1    1 0 
Other    2   0 2 
No post-secondary  2    1 0 3 
       38 37 
 19 11 16 18 3 8 75 
 
With projects now playing a vital role in critical business activities, the attraction, 
motivation, and retention of high performing project managers will be important for 
organisations. Research found that employees sponsored to complete their masters studies 
were slightly more likely to leave the organisation than those who did not receive tuition 
reimbursement. These employees left because they were not being provided with the 
opportunity to use their newly developed knowledge and skills in their job. Their studies had 
not been linked to their work assignments and they sought challenge and achievement 
elsewhere (Benson, Finegold & Mohrman, 2004). Similarly, the majority of participants in 
this study indicated that they wished to remain in project management as it provided them 
with challenges and satisfaction on achieving the desired outcome. Some indicated they 
would leave their employer if the size, complexity or budget of their projects did not increase 
overtime, as the challenge they sought would no longer be provided.  
 
Retaining and Motivating Project Managers 
Whilst the technical skills for successful project completion must always be considered 
when choosing a project team, careful planning to ensure project managers are being 
provided with opportunities to increase their skills and knowledge and experience, or their 
career capital, and the challenge and satisfaction they desire is important: 
When asked if he planned to continue in project management, a Gen X participant 
responded: 
Yes. ...  It’s the deliverables.  ... I need to always be achieving something.  If you’re 
always delivering deliverables and something is always being done and if there’s 
something floating in the ocean or on the ground that you’ve built then that’s a legacy.  
Then you can say you’ve achieved that, okay, next thing.   
Another Gen X male said: Yes, and move up the ladder and into bigger projects. 
A Boomer male in the IT area said: 
The biggest buzz I get is making the customer happy.  Obviously I like to complete 
projects on time and within budget, but I also like challenging projects that are a mess 
and turning it around so it works out well.  I like to get my teeth into a complex project.  
Another Boomer male, in the construction industry responded: 
Yes, but … probably continue to pick and choose my projects … I like a challenge  
 
A generation X female expressed a desire to continue in project management and 
indicated that continuing to learn from her project roles was important to her: 
I am on a mammoth learning curve; if I wasn’t learning anymore I would perhaps 
move on or get it from elsewhere.  
 
Whereas some indicated a desire to remain in project management within their current 
industry, and often the only industry they had been in, others demonstrated a desire to move 
to project manager roles in other areas: 
There’s a big challenge there in terms of getting business management to understand 
where the value of project management is and I like that challenge and am drawn to it, 
though am frustrated at the same time.  It can give me an opportunity anywhere, you 
can do it anywhere.  As my experience broadens, so I’ve gone from construction to IT 
and financial world through clients at PM Consulting / Contracting Firm, and I’m 
seeing lots of different worlds.  In the last while I’ve been in ... school projects, to 
[Public Service], to large banking institutions. So it’s varied, and really interesting.  
I’m in a unique situation ... [Male, Gen X] 
 
Project management skills are now viewed as transferable across industries and project 
types and thus offer the opportunity for project managers to pursue new and interesting work. 
Whilst this provides mobility for project managers it presents organisations with the 
challenge of considering how they might retain the skills and knowledge within their 
organisation. A Gen X male participant expressed a commitment to project management, 
rather than to his organisation, and indicated a willingness to change jobs to gain the 
challenge and satisfaction he desired from his project roles: 
I plan to stay in Project Management, I don’t necessarily plan to stay in the business 
I’m in at the moment, I terms of the company or organisation because I’m more 
attached to Project Management as a discipline rather than the company I’m working 
for. ... It’s mainly about work, I read around the subject, blogs and websites, I’m 
reasonably up to date with the industry, PMI Membership, some events through PMI. I 
do intend to stay, plenty of scope, plenty of specialisms you can get into plenty of 
breadth if that’s the way you choose to go, you’ve just got to find your niche whether 
it’s delivering projects which I have done, but my current role is more about helping 
others deliver projects in terms of a tool with regards methodologies and housing the 
PMI resource management type aspect. 
 
For professionals, commitment can be directed more to the profession, than the 
organisation (Kidd &  Green, 2006), and this is likely to be the case for those who seek 
challenge, achievement and satisfaction; for those who see development of their career 
capital as vital for their career progression. With project management skills now sought 
across industries, project managers can find the challenge and satisfaction they seek within 
their organisation, if opportunities are provided, or they will find them elsewhere if planning 
and project team selection within their current organisation do not support their objectives. 
Is Contracting for me? 
As discussed above, contracting may be a double-edged sword. The state of the economy 
will impact on supply and demand, sometimes making the negotiation of a contract that 
represents a better deal than that of being an employee worthwhile. But there are times when 
this approach may be a negative for either the employer or the employee. For the employee, it 
may be the need to update knowledge and skills that is hindered by the demands of a contract, 
limiting future employability. For the employer, continued employment of high quality 
project managers may be hampered by their desire to seek greater challenge and satisfaction 
elsewhere, because they now can work across industries. Participants’ responses to interview 
questions provide insights into the possible issues arising from the move to increased 
contracting. They include for the employer maintaining quality project staffing levels, and for 
the employee having a continuing income to service commitments as well as enjoying the 
challenge and satisfaction that increasingly large and complex projects may be able to 
provide, whilst ensuring that development opportunities support future contracts. Within this 
lies the need to negotiate a fair and appropriate contract that will make further contracts likely, 
should this be the desire of both parties. 
 
The background of a project manager may influence the way in which they perceive the 
suitability of contracting as a career for them. 
The thing is for me, I was in the army for ten years, and I’m extremely loyal, so I would 
prefer to be an employee ... that’s just me.  That would sway me in a decision to join a 
company.  I don’t like to contract.  I just think it’s a little bit mercenary.  But I also just 
like the security myself.  And there’s opportunities.  I like the fact that I want to be part 
of a team.  I just feel that, if it’s obvious or not, when you’re contracting, you’re not 
really part of a team.  Especially as a project manager, as you get higher up in the 
whole scheme of things, it’s difficult to be a contractor and not an employee.  [Male X] 
 
This participant acknowledges that their earlier career choices influence their views and 
career decisions. Security is of great importance to this person and will strongly influence 
their decision making. An employer will need to be aware of this preference if they are to 
gain the greatest possible contribution from this project manager, however when they are 
reporting to both a line manager and a project leader, and when these reporting relationships 
become clouded, or if they are not monitored at some central point, possibly People and 
Culture, the opportunity to gain the potential contractor’s expertise and skills may be lost to 
the organisation. Capelli (2008) cautioned that if organisations do not ensure that they have 
enough skilled project managers, they may have to put inexperienced people into a role, 
jeopardising project success. Short-term incentives and a commitment to supporting long-
term career progression may be required to encourage key staff to develop the capabilities 
and flexibility that will enable them to perform different roles over time within project teams 
(Whitley, 2006). Retaining a core of permanent, experienced and highly capable project 
managers may be vital for sustainability. 
 
The lack of confidence, or self-efficacy, to confront the possibility of a career of 
contracting, was evident in the responses of some participants. 
 Because of job security ... I never thought I had the skills as a contractor and now that 
I would say I do have the skills to be a contractor I have family commitments and a 
very large mortgage and to risk going into contracting it’s just too high of a risk at this 
point in time. Maybe in a couple of years’ time depending on how things turn out I 
might go into contracting but at this point in time it’s just too high of a risk. [Male IT 
X] 
 
The Male IT participant echoed the concerns of several others; contracting could be 
attractive, but there is a level of risk involved that some are not willing to consider. 
 It could be due to my nature, I’m more risk averse. I can plan. At one stage I was 
doing a little bit of contract, the attraction was you will learn more and have a higher 
financial reward. Permanent you have more planning and more security. It depends on 
different people [Male Boomer] 
 
Many participants had experienced a range of employment forms. The costs and benefits 
of each become clearer to these project managers over time, and they make considered career 
decisions based on their understanding of the environment. 
I have worked full time, contract and consulting. ... Obviously the market conditions 
are not very good at the moment, but if you want to get work quickly, contracting is 
normally a very good way of finding work. Consulting I found was a really good way of 
improving my knowledge exponentially very quickly, they say that one year in 
consulting is the equivalent to three years in a normal client situation. The full time 
was for job security etc. [Male Boomer] 
 
For some, their life circumstances at the time strongly influence their decision making: 
... why I stayed in the organisation at the end of the day was because I was a single 
mother for a long time and it was purely that it was a secure job, it was paying me well 
enough so that I could look after my children so I stayed there mostly because of the 
security and it’s not all bad all the time. [Female Boomer] 
 
Another female Boomer, an IT contractor, commented:  contracting has given me the 
choice of a working life and a career path. Other interviewees mentioned the flexibility that 
contracting offers and which they sought. 
 
One participant indicated how they had balanced high demand periods against other 
pressures in their life, by taking time out for a break and to fulfil family responsibilities: 
 If you work for yourself, you take a lot more money home. Then for a period, I’ve been 
flexible, I’ve been able to pick the kids up from school, do interviews like this with you, 
travel; we travelled for six weeks this year.  All of that travel has refreshed me and I 
have the energy I had when I joined [Company] in 2000.  I’ve had my break which has 
been financially beneficial so I don’t mind going into a demanding role now. [Male 
Boomer] 
 
Even those who enjoy contract project management, and have been successful within it, at 
times have negative experiences that they find difficult to extricate themselves from, because 
of the contractual arrangement. The participant quoted above, an experienced Boomer, 
female, IT contractor also experienced difficulties: 
Nobody would treat a permanent employee expect the number of hours expect weekend 
work and put the demands the time demands on a permanent employee because they 
would go and complain to HR and all the litany of other factors so you can have both, 
you can be delivering so one of my most recent assignments I was working for a client, 
suppliers thought I was a permanent employee and yet how I was actually being treated 
by my own manager, no permanent employee could be treated like that because they 
would make appeals.  I see it as a career building opportunity and you take steps 
whatever you need to.  You can have both in the same situation. 
 
Contractors lack the protection provided by workplace laws and regulations. At times this 
can lead to unpleasant working conditions. It is perhaps only the years of experience this 
contractor has had that helped her to cope with the difficulties she was confronting. 
 
The pros and cons of contract work for individuals/organisations are many.  Gaining the 
knowledge of these possibilities and pitfalls can be at times a costly experience for a start out 
contractor.   Negotiating a contract that is appropriate for the current environment can be 
extremely challenging for a first time contractor. It can be contrasted to that of a non-award 
employee negotiating a pay raise, but if workplace law cannot be used as a safety net if things 
go wrong, the risks for both parties may be considerable. 
  
Contracting requires the negotiation of terms and conditions. Some project managers find 
these negotiations easier than do others and self-efficacy possibly plays a major role in this. 
A Boomer male suggested that gender was also a factor: 
A man will bolster up his price, whereas a woman, and this is generalising, but she will 
give a price that won’t upset the person she’s negotiating with.  Whereas a man won’t 
care if he upsets them.  He’s after what he’s after. 
 
Career Development using a Protean Career Approach 
 Projectification has led to individuals taking on greater responsibility for their 
advancement and careers (Arvidsson &  Ekstedt, 2006). Contractors, and at times permanent 
employees, felt obliged to take control of their own careers and their career development. 
This demonstrated an acceptance of the need to adopt a protean career approach by several 
participants: 
Pretty much me doing it for myself ... [Female X Finance] 
 
This protean career approach, one where the individual accepts responsibility for their 
career planning and development, was seen to be a necessary approach for those who were 
contracting. Contractors accepted that reality: 
... as a contractor,...  those firms weren’t obliged to give me any training or career 
advice.  So my career has been entirely self managed from start to finish. No company 
has ever taken an interest in my career. They’re interested in the project I’m doing, and 
then I leave. I have to be totally proactive, decide what industry I want to be in, all of 
that.  I’ve had to develop some guidelines for myself over the years and been self 
educated.  I did my MBA, PhD, decided what certifications to do.  And I think my IT 
project managers are largely like that.  Some organisations are really good ...  They 
have a company structure there to look after them.  Some project managers have been 
there for twenty years.  [Male IT X] 
 
The acceptance was perhaps made easier because the contract position was offering the 
contractor the opportunity to gain new and different experiences and to build their profile to 
support future contract negotiations. New relationship types did impact. Joint ventures can 
lead to more confused reporting lines, alliances, because they operate as separate entities to 
that of any of the organisations contributing staff to the alliance, further complicate the issues 
of career path planning and development.  
... being a joint venture, I was employed by the joint venture, so I wasn’t with 
[OrganisationA] and I wasn’t with [OrganisationB].  So my role there was only for the 
course of the job, and then I’ve found my own.  So I can understand why there wasn’t a 
huge effort being put into my own development, which is cool as I was getting enough 
out of that, the actual opportunities on the project. [Male Cons X] 
 
Overall, participants chose to enter and remain in the project management profession 
because they enjoyed it: 
I love projects and programs ..., I love them, I only do this because I want to.  I have an 
absolute passion for them and yes, I’ve just gone down the path so far with my 
educational qualifications and my experience and I would have to struggle to imagine 
myself doing anything else.  It’s not to say I couldn’t do anything but would I, and the 
choices I would make. 
 
For some, it is considered that it is only a matter of time until the possible negative side to 
contracting will be experienced. For this reason they develop a self-supporting approach to 
their career and this is also a felt need of some project managers who are employees:   
I make it happen myself.  Obviously [Company] has provided a lot of training to me 
over the years, but I find that because I manage it myself I don’t have any expectation 
of [Company] to do that for me.  [Male Boomer].  
 
A female Gen Y participant commented:   
... we don’t get training as contractors.  It is tough when you’re contracting, there’s an 
assumed knowledge. Managers don’t care if you’re doing courses as long as you do the 
job. Generally they don’t care. 
 
 
Conclusion 
There is now agreement on the contribution that project teams can make to organisational 
success. Projects are viewed as powerful strategic weapons impacting business results 
(Shenhar, Dvir, Levy & Maltz, 2001) by supporting implementation of strategic goals 
(Anderson, Birchall, Jessen & Money, 2006). Organisations are restructuring, introducing a 
team-based approach to business processes resulting in changes to “stability of work roles 
and task organization” (Whitley, 2006: 77). Project managers now come from more diverse 
backgrounds and work in industries formerly not project-based, that now use project teams to 
deliver services or products. Although these projects and industries in which they are carried 
out may not fit with original definitions of project management, they do follow a similar 
approach to traditional project management, adjusted for specific needs. There remains a 
family resemblance through the overlapping characteristics of all projects but an increasing 
range of possible differences as a result of the increased use of project to delivery business 
outcomes.  
 
Table 3: Comparison of Traditional and New PM against Identified Themes 
Identified Themes Traditional PM New PM 
Motivation and 
Retention 
Challenge and advancement 
within a single organisation or 
industry 
Challenge and advancement 
across organisations, industries 
and sectors 
Employment Conditions  On-going employment within 
an industry and profession 
directly related to original 
qualification 
Increasingly contract 
employment, linked to project 
duration. Often leading to 
entering the project 
management profession from 
non-traditional disciplines. 
Career Development Provided by the organisation 
and through increasingly 
challenging project roles, 
within the same or a similar 
field. 
Project managers may now 
have to manage their own 
career development and 
progression. Establishing an 
externally visible profile 
becomes important, given the 
new employment conditions. 
 
Table 3 contrasts the impact of the three themes examined here on project management 
and project managers within traditional project management and on the diverse range of  
projects project managers work within today. Traditional project management is still 
practised across industries such as construction and infrastructure and mining where the 
outcome remains a product, and different approaches to project management are observable 
within those industries but increasingly the differences are observable as project management 
moves into settings that vary greatly from Gaddis’s project management (Gaddis, 1959). 
Wittgenstein’s Family resemblance concept enables us to recognise that project management 
contains overlapping similarities, and that the defining attributes of projects remain. 
Changing organisational structures and ways of working, use of projects to deliver services, 
and the need for increased flexibility in today’s organisations (Whitley, 2006) require new 
approaches to managing projects. The role of project manager may be an unexpected one for 
many, but similarities as described by Wittgenstein confirm the title is appropriate. All 
project managers do confront challenges in remaining motivated, gaining and retaining 
employment and ensuring that their knowledge and skill base supports their continued 
employment. 
 
The implications of projectification are felt by all; some of these, such as pursuing a career 
of contracting, may be perceived as negatives, but a well prepared project manager, one who 
has the self confidence required to identify and take on the opportunities that this new way of 
organising demands, may experience the challenges and satisfaction which often attract and 
retain people in the profession. The sense of ‘being alone’ and cut off from the organisation, 
of career path planning and development being unlikely to be provided was generally 
accepted.  
 
Increased diversity in employment conditions has implications for individuals and 
organisations. Compared with traditional industrial companies where permanent employment 
is the norm (Ekstedt, 2009), new forms of organising and the growth of project-based 
organisations has seen the growth of contracted project-by-project employment. There was 
mention by interviewees of the need for close contact with other staff members in order to 
effectively project manage, and this being and issue for contract project managers did come 
through in the interviews. This makes the challenge for organisations one of ensuring that 
they implement the necessary systems and processes to retain a core group of high 
performing project staff (Whitley, 2006) and to maintain a good relationship with contractors 
a relationship that will enable them to continue to leverage the power of projects ensuring 
sustainability into the future. For individuals, development of project management skills to 
complement their specialised knowledge and skills so that they might contribute within new 
organisational structures on what might be unexpected career paths will be important. The 
power of projects to transform PM careers has impacted career development and 
management and employment conditions from both the perspective of the employer and the 
project manager, (Arvidsson &  Ekstedt, 2006) and for both employees or contractors. 
Despite these changes, the overlapping characteristics of project management and project 
managers remain. The response to changes in the environment to deliver successful project 
outcomes and to pursue a project management career have required adjustments by 
organisations and individuals. 
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